The "A" Words: Assessment and Accountability O ur collective anxiety over the value received in return for so much public and private investment has reached new heights, given the lack of systematic evidence of higher learning among undergraduates in American colleges and universities. With this anxiety comes a demand for greater accountability: accrediting bodies and state legislatures have put pressure on institutions of higher education of all types to produce more and better data that document the quality and quantity of student learning. Such demands have rendered assessment and accountability the most pejorative and despised of "A" words in the lexicon of higher education.
of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in primary and secondary education, a federally mandated program that relies heavily on standardized testing of reading and mathematics for the purpose of accountability yet has been unable to provide data that clearly and consistently document any significant learning gains. NCLB has generated bureaucracies, rewarded the developers and purveyors of standardized tests, taken the focus off long-term learning goals, and reduced the flexibility with which primary and secondary school teachers can cover their material in ways customized to the needs of individual children and classes. NCLB has not, however, produced more qualified high school graduates who are more likely to succeed in college.
Indeed, the legitimate demand for accountability for learning at the K-12 level illustrated by NCLB has had certain perverse, unintended effects for several reasons, including the application of ill-conceived criteria and standards, the use of inappropriate incentives and punishments for teachers and individual schools, and the misapplication of standardized tests. Standardized tests are important for comparability and consistency, but the good ones-that is, the tests that reliably measure student's progress toward desired learning goals, such as the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), and National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)-require rigor in development and are, accordingly, more expensive. Most of the more affordable, state-approved standardized tests used in K-12 education emphasize recall of facts, not assessment of the achievement of broad learning goals. Cost-consciousness in many public school districts governs the selection of tests, and the use of tests that primarily measure factual knowledge, plus the pressure on teachers, principals, and superintendents to achieve good results, has led teachers and students alike to focus on "what students have to know to pass the test" rather than promoting critical thinking, problem solving, and other long-term, cumulative learning goals. Politicians, the media, and educators themselves have worsened the situation by, often unwittingly, using assessments in unfortunate and counterproductive ways-such as anointing winners and castigating losers.
Demands for greater institutional accountability in higher education also have led to calls for improved graduation rates and higher levels of productivity-and not just among administrators. Questions about
